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In an April 6 report, Notimex quoted president-elect Violeta Barrios de Chamorro's top adviser,
Antonio Lacayo, as saying that the most serious problem to be confronted by the new government
will be the challenge of halting deterioration of the economy, and then resuming economic growth.
With a land surface of 139,000 sq.km., Nicaragua is Central America's largest country. The nation's
population is estimated at nearly 3.7 million, of which half are under age 25. As of 1988, the annual
demographic growth rate was calculated at 3.4%. The European-Latin American Relations Institute
(IDELA) recently estimated unemployment at 26% of the labor force. Spokespersons for the
Superior Council of Private Enterprise (COSEP) argue that unemployment is even higher, at least
30%. Consumer price level inflation in the first three months of 1990 totaled over 60%. In the black
market, the US dollar is selling at double the official exchange rate. On April 8, during an interview
with Notimex, COSEP Jaime Bengoechea said that the new government will need some $500 million
in foreign assistance this year to halt Nicaragua's economic decline. Bengoechea, a pharmaceuticals
businessperson, asserted that Barrios de Chamorro's government will confront an economic
situation worse than that of 1979, when the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) took power.
The COSEP leader said export revenues since 1980 have averaged between $800 million and $900
million per year. The trade deficit in recent years, he added, averaged about $500 million. According
to Bengoechea, industrial activity mainly manufacturing in Nicaragua has been virtually paralyzed
for the last decade. Idle capacity ranges from 20% to 30%, depending on economic sector. The
COSEP leader said that despite the country's wealth, Nicaraguans' buying power has plummeted
to 1950 levels, while national industrial output capacity is about the same as in 1977-1978. Next,
in Bengoechea's view, because the Sandinistas' errors in running economic enterprises were so
enormous, these activities will not be reprivatized. He added that no one will want to buy them.
Agriculture, said Bengoechea, is the bedrock of the Nicaraguan economy, and can provide work for
thousands of unemployed persons, including demobilized contras. In order for Nicaragua to achieve
economic recovery and expansion in the 1990s, said Bengoechea, more land must be brought into
production with a focus on traditional crops, especially coffee. Next, support for livestock production
and industry in general is necessary. (Basic data from Notimex, 04/06/90, 04/08/90)
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